
Winter harvest? Russian grass genes could hold key to developing cold-tolerant
corn, sugar cane

Winters in eastern Russia are intensely cold, with air temperatures regularly reaching minus 30 degrees in
some locations. It is a seemingly inhospitable climate, but native plants have found ways to thrive there.

University of Illinois plant geneticist Erik Sacks suspected one of these plants may hold the key to
breeding cold-tolerant food and biomass crops.

To find out, the modern-day botanical explorer set off across eastern Russia with colleagues … to collect
specimens of the perennial grass Miscanthus sacchariflorus.

“Miscanthus is part of a tribe of grasses, the Andropogoneae, that includes sorghum, sugarcane, and
corn,” Sacks explained. “Because it is found so far north, this population of Miscanthus sacchariflorus is
likely the most cold-hardy of that group. If we want to improve cold hardiness in this very important group
of plants, this is going to be best population to study.”

…

The analysis also showed that plants in the collection were genetically diverse, a fact that could potentially
be exploited by breeders to express desirable traits in new miscanthus varieties or to add greater cold
hardiness to its relatives, sugarcane and maize.

[Read the full study here.]
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